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External management of curriculum change 
Judy Smeed, Angela Douglas & Julie Nickerson 
 
 
Traditionally, curriculum change has been managed in-house by the deputy principal 
(curriculum) or other designated curriculum leader, but research by Judy Smeed on 
curriculum change indicates that many deputy principals are bogged down with day-to-day 
administrative matters and simply don’t have the time to manage the change process. Current 
school performance pressures also mean curriculum change has to occur quickly and in a 
focused manner. Both factors are prompting school leaders to seek non-traditional methods of 
facilitating curriculum change, and an increasing number are employing external change 
agents (ECAs) to manage school change and improve student outcomes. 
An ECA is an external consultant who works with school leaders and staff to bring 
about the required school change in a rapid and controlled manner. So what are the principles 
which guide the work of an ECA undertaking curriculum change in a school, and what should 
principals consider when they’re looking to engage an ECA? 
 
External change agents 
Like all educational change, curriculum change rarely happens without strong leadership and 
management. Yet schools around Australia are facing enormous changes with the 
introduction of the national curriculum, high-stakes testing and other government-directed 
initiatives that require teachers and school leaders to respond in a focused and timely manner. 
To say that school principals are already under pressure to improve school 
performance is a gross understatement. In a recent study by Judy Smeed and Theresa Bourke, 
principals confirmed they feel immense and increasing pressure. High-stakes tests such as the 
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Queensland Core Skills test and the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) directly and indirectly monitor school performance, and this adds to the pressures 
already on school leaders. In addition to high-stakes testing regimes, the subsequent 
publication of school results adds additional performance pressures. One way to ease some of 
this pressure and to manage against poor performance is to engage an ECA to ensure that the 
school’s curriculum accommodates the requirements of the high-stakes tests.  
As part of her research into the work of effective ECAs, Smeed developed a list of 
guiding factors for ECAs to consider when externally facilitating curriculum change. To be a 
successful facilitator of curriculum change, the ECA needs to: 
 develop a deep understanding of curriculum and the processes involved in 
change 
 highlight and draw upon previous experience in facilitating curriculum change 
 conduct an independent situational analysis of the school and develop an 
understanding of its culture 
 work with the principal and deputy-principal to develop a goal and a simple 
process to achieve it 
 develop an appropriate timeline, taking into consideration the urgency of the 
situation 
 communicate personally with participants to create ownership of the change 
process 
 challenge and support participants 
 inform the whole community of the goal or goals, process, timeline and the 
reasons for the change 
 establish a relationship with the resisters and be open to their concerns 
 link the school to external resources, and 
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 personalise professional development for change participants. 
Smeed’s work outlines the principles which guide the work of ECAs when 
undertaking curriculum change in schools, but what’s the principal’s perspective? 
 
The principal’s perspective 
It’s important that the principal addresses a number of considerations when engaging an 
ECA, which, drawing on the work of Angela Douglas, a Queensland principal, and Smeed, 
we outline here. 
Establish whether or not the ECA has an understanding of both curriculum and 
change processes, specifically within a particular school context. It may be advisable that as 
principal you ask the ECA specific questions about current curriculum matters to assess their 
level and currency of knowledge. Inquiring about other change processes which have been 
led by the ECA is also advisable. You may also like to ask for a reference from other 
principals with whom the ECA has worked. 
Give the ECA time and space to get to know your school and your school’s culture, 
and offer initial advice from this orientation period. If the ECA is to lead a change process in 
your school, it is important that they be given the opportunity to become acquainted with the 
school in order to tailor a change process which is likely to succeed and have sustainable 
outcomes. A trusting relationship between the principal and the ECA is very important. 
Articulate the goal or goals and specific needs of your school. A good ECA will want 
to listen to you as principal and work towards your goals for the school. Be specific and open 
about what you see are your school’s needs and the directions you wish the school to take. 
Request from the ECA an outline of the proposed change process and the expected 




Consider the ECA’s ability to support and challenge both you and your staff and their 
ability to deal with resisters. When interviewing the ECA, encourage them to speak about 
how they’ve worked with staff in other situations. Be open about the dynamics of your own 
staff and ask how the ECA would handle such a group. 
Explain that the process needs to be sustainable and inquire how the ECA plans to 
achieve this. The last thing a principal needs is to spend money on a change process and then 
see it fall over as soon as the ECA leaves the school. Question the ECA about the 
sustainability of their programs in other schools. A good ECA should be able to present you 
with specific public data about improved performances. Some coaching along the way would 
add to the sustainability of the change and build the capacity of the principal to implement 
change in the future. 
The engagement of an external expert can be an empowering process for all school 
staff. It is important for principals to ensure that there is a synergy between the ideals of the 
ECA, system requirements, and the direction the school is heading in. The most effective 
change processes occur over time with the ECA, principal and administration working 
together to provide time and support for all involved. Knowing what to look for when 
bringing in an external expert will result in controlled, rapid curriculum change and bring 
about improved outcomes for schools and their students. 
 
References: 
Douglas, A. (2009). Leading learning in a remote location: Reflections on teaching to be 
“Proud and Deadly”. Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane. 
Smeed, J. (2009). Controlled rapid approach to curriculum change: Addressing the needs of 
test-based accountability in schools. Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane. 
5 
 
Smeed, J. & Bourke, T. (in press). Teachers’ perceptions of the use of an external change 
agent in school curriculum change. Australian Educational Researcher.  
 
Author biographies: 
Dr Judy Smeed is a lecturer in the Faculty of Education at the Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT). Her research links the areas of accountability, particularly in the form of 
high-stakes testing, with curriculum change and school performance. She also works 
extensively with schools in these areas. 
Dr Angela Douglas is currently the Acting Principal at Ironside State School in Brisbane. She 
previously held the position of Director of Indigenous Education for the Department of 
Education and Training in Queensland, and has worked as a Principal in several schools in a 
variety of contexts. 
Julie Nickerson is a research assistant for the Faculty of Education at QUT. She has worked 
on the research, writing and editing of a variety of articles for publication with topics 
including high-stakes testing, teacher professionalism, quality teaching, and curriculum 
design. 
